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jects and treatment. Starting with the probable
dates of their composition, we have traced them from
the theater to the printer, through the hands of
many editors, and through the long history of their
effects on theatergoers and readers. In their history
they have played a part in the changes of taste and opin-
ion of three centuries, and if they have grown greatly in
men's estimation, this has not been without much vari-
ability of appreciation and uncertainty as to their value.
What, then, are the qualities of the plays that raised
them at once above the measure of contemporary
influence and rivalry? Are these the qualities that
have continued to win the most general appreciation ?
Despite all the stress we are to-day taught to place
on change, growth, evolution, are there qualities
in these plays which insure them a continued pre-
eminence in literature ?

Differences of opinion testify, indeed, to the compre-
hensive appeal of the plays to different minds, nations,
or epochs, but they have not greatly affected the
essential elements in men's admiration. K some critic
brings into new prominence a quality that has partly
escaped attention, his discovery is not likely to affect
the more permanent elements of their reputation. If
for a time attention is turned to the plays as plays
rather than as poems and to the merits of Shakespeare
as a dramatist, this criticism does not lead to any
lasting disregard of their poetic quality or to the per-
manent acceptance of skill in dramatic structure